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THE LARGE WORLD OF MINIATURE BOOKS 


(Remarks by Julian I. Edison at Houghton Library, celebrating the 
re-opening of the Exhibition Room April 14, 2005.) 


Most people who have never seen a miniature book invariably ask some 
or all of the following questions: 


What is a miniature book? 

Can you read them? 

Why were they produced? 

Are they still being produced? 
Who collects them? 

6. Why do they collect them? 
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And sometimes the final question: Where can | find them? 


Well--- you can certainly find a lot of them right here at th]s sumptuous 
exhibition that Hope Mayo, Curator of Printing & Graphic Arts} Alan Puglia, 
Conservator for Houghton Library Collections, and their assocjates have 
assembled. 1 want to thank them as well as Bill Stoneman, Librarian 

of Houghton Library, who suggested this exhibition. 


I hope my remarks will answer these and perhaps other questions you might 
have. 


Human beings have always been fascinated by extremes such as the highest 
mountain, the tallest building, the deepest abyss, and miniature objects 
of all kinds. And so it is with books. 












Almost as old as the written word is its presentation in miniature form. 
A miniature book is generally defined as one approximately three inches 
tall or less, but at times slightly larger when the book is cansidered 
to be miniature in purpose or appearance. Tiny books have been produced 
for reasons of practicality, curiosity and aesthetics, limited only by 
the scribe’s and printer's skill and the binder's imagination. 


Among the earliest examples of writing in miniscule form are 
clay tablets, inscribed with cuneiform writing. Many date fr 
4,000 B.C. Such tablets were among the first documents used 
legal contracts, bills of sale and the like. An example of su 
as well as most other works I will be mentioning can be found 
exhibition. 


The world's first printing on paper is recorded on a scroll 2 
wide. Known as the D'harani (prayer), this scroll was produce 
copper plates or wood blocks in 770 A.D. by order of the Japan 
Shotoku, who wished the little prayer-charms distributed throu 
country to spread the influence of Buddhism. Supposedly a mil 
were printed in Chinese characters and encased in charming woo 
-- a project requiring six years to complete -- and were distr 
" ten Japanese temples, nine of which were subsequently destr 
fire. 


During the Middle Ages, before the invention of printing with 
type, manuscripts in miniature were produced, often with color 
These were mostly of a religious nature, Psalters, Books of Ho 


ul illuminations. 
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04/25/2005 13:35 567-9033 J I EDISON PAGE 2 
2. 
Printed books in small format --- religious items such as Bibles, hymn 


books and prayer books --- have been in evidence throughout the history 

Of books, due, no doubt in part, to the fact that they were sd easily 
carried on one's person, The first English Thumb Bible, a term apparently 
coined after the famous 19th century English midget General Tam Thumb, 
was published in 1614. Thumb Bibles were designed for children, with 
the hope that their interest would be attracted, thereby maki religious 
education easier. The smallest complete Bitle in existence was published 
by David Bryce and Son of Glasgow around 1900. This marvel of! photographic 
reduction was compacted into 876 pages, measuring 1 5/8 by 1 1/8 inches, 
and printed on very thin India paper. 


There are diminutive Hebrew prayer books, Korans in Arabic (a lfew in 
octagonal shapes), the Indian Bhagavad-gita in Sanskrit, and one of the 
most fascinating of all micro-books, The Whole Book of Psalms in Meter 
and New Testament, written and engraved entirely in shorthand. 


Almanacs and calendars have been used for several centuries in| many countries 
in various sizes for the same purposes for which we have them today. 

The earlier ones noted holy days, had lists of names of royalty and government 
officials, itemized postage rates, coinage, etc. The London Almamacs 
were beautifully engraved and printed for over 200 years, begifning in 

the 17th century. 


Also useful in small format have been dictionaries and gazetteers produced 
in many countries, The Langenscheit dictionaries in many langhages can 
be purchased in bookstores today for about three dollars. | 


campaign book is one example: The Facts About the Candidate wa$ produced 
by Byron Stone in Chicago in 1904 in 4 Languages, including German, Dutch 
and Hebrew. And the Nazis found the miniature book a useful vehicle 

for propaganda purposes, before and during World War II. 


Politics has been another area of minibook production. A eat Roosevelt 


Some famous people have been miniature book collectors. President Franklin 
Roosevelt was one, as was Eleanor. Arthur Houghton, a former Head of 

the Corning Glass Company and donor of the Houghton Library, had a large 
collection which was sold at Christies in London in 1979, Stanley Marcus, 
former chairman of Nieman-Marcus department stores, started collecting 
miniature books when his wife told him the house was almost full up with 
large private press books. Stanley had a large accumulation, dnd he 

also published miniature books, some of which were actually sold in Nieman 


and attractive ways. Some of the London Almanacs came enclosed in silver 
and gold filigree, green sharkskin, tortoise shell and hands | gilt-tooled 
and ontaid morocco leathers in several colors. Embroidered bindings 

were exquisitely executed in the 17th century. Tartan plaid silk, lizard 
Skin, and even a miniature book in genuine paper money are unusual book 
covers. | 


Marcus stores. 
The art of bookbinding has been applied to miniature books nt unusual 
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3. 


The classics have often been miniaturized. The smallest complete Shakespeare, 
which comes in forty beautifully bound morocco volumes, was produced 

in 1904 and dedicated to Ellen Terry, the famous actress. S other 
examples are various works of Charles Dickens, a Russian edition of Pushkin, 

a Virgil in Latin, for example. 


The range of diminutive volumes includes numerous tiny tomes best described 
as curiosities. An extraordinary one is Galileo a Madama Cristina de 
Lorena, the smallest book ever printed from movable type. Containing 

206 pages, the Galileo measures 11/16 by 7/16 inches. It was) produced 

in 1896 in Padua from the famous “fly's eye” type, the smallest ever 

cast --- so smal] that it is said to have injured the eyesight of both 


course by Professor Harry Levin here at Harvard that included| Cervantes. 
My wife, for a first anniversary present, gave me a nine vol set of 
Shakespeare, complete and in miniature. I was intrigued and smitten. 
Since that time, I have made collecting, researching and writing about 
miniature books a lifelong pursuit. 


the compositor and the corrector. 
I began collecting first editions of Don Quixote after Pek classics 


Where can one find miniature books today? One can find them to look 

at in many libraries around the world: New York Public, here dt Harvard, 

Yale, the British Library, at the Lilly Library in Indiana, SNU in Dallas, 

and the Huntington Library in Pasadena, among many others. Naw books 

continue to be made here in America and abroad. 
1 


Finally, I return to my original list of questions at the beg nning: 


Can you read them? Definitely---only the very tiniest really require 
magnification. 


Why do people collect miniature books? One answer might be another 
question: why do people collect anything? Another answer) might 

be a paraphrase of Sir Edmund Hillary's response in 1953,/ after 

he had been the first person to climb Mt. Everest. He was asked 
why he wanted to climb the tallest mountain. And I'm sure you all 
recall his response: "Because it's there." So, for miniature books 
we might say: “because they're there." 


and writing about al] types of miniature books continues to beja fascinating 
and rewarding pursuit. I like the response of Stanley Marcus: |He said 

in part “the collecting of miniature books has proved to be great fun. 

It has kept me reading book catalogues, it has added to my fund of knowledge, 
and it, like most collecting activities, has brought me into cqntact 


| 
But those answers are a bit glib. For me, collecting, os researching 
with interesting people whom I would never have met. “ | 


A Librarian at the Lilly Library which houses another huge col lection 
of miniature books put it this way: He wrote "I have more and imore come 
to think of this as a miniature lesson in the history of the bdok.” 


And so it is! I hope these remarks have at least piqued your | riosity. 
Thank you. 
JIE  (4/148/05) 


